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ABSTRACT 
 
MANDY LEA MCGREGOR: The Image of Women in Graphic and Narrative 
Representations 
(Under the direction of Dr. José Polo de Bernabé) 
 
 
Spain in the early twentieth century was a country in constant transformation.  
The Segunda República Española and the Civil War brought social as well as political 
changes.  As the Republicans and Nationalists fought for control, women, and Spanish 
society as a whole, fought to establish woman’s identity in modern Spain.  Images of 
women in Civil War propaganda posters and in novels reveal the complexities inherent in 
both Republican and Nationalist attitudes toward women.  While Republicans sought to 
liberate women, Republican propaganda posters and literature demonstrate a tendency to 
relegate women to tradition roles.  The Nationalists, on the other hand , endeavored to 
maintain women as submissive housewives.  Nonetheless, Nationalist propaganda posters 
and literature often contradict this ideal with images of strong  women.  These 
contradictions expose the unstable attitudes toward women on both sides of the Civil War 
and the difficulties of establishing identity, especially for women, in the modern era. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 
The “Woman Problem”: Spain’s Conflicting Ideas and Ideologies 
 
 
In the years leading up to and during the Spanish Civil War, Spain was a country 
in transformation.  Social and political upheaval was rampant, as a monarchy became a 
republic and that republic was transformed into a fascist dictatorship.  Throughout the 
fluctuations in political structure and leadership, and on both sides of the Civil War, one 
philosophic question endured.  It was known in Spain as “El problema de la mujer”; the 
“Woman Problem.”  In Spain, a traditionally patriarchal country facing a war based on 
disparate social and political ideologies, the problem was how to incorporate women in a 
changing society on the brink of modernity.  During the Civil War, the Republicans met 
with the challenge of organizing Communist, Socialist, and Anarchist forces together 
under the banner of the República, while the Nationalists confronted the problem of 
transforming an illegal coup d’état into a legitimate second Spanish Reconquista.  On top 
of these basic difficulties, the “Woman Problem” vexed Spanish society within all 
political orientations throughout the first half of the twentieth century. 
During this period, men and women alike reanalyzed their traditional roles and 
tried to adapt to the social changes taking place in Spain.  As we will see in this thesis, 
such adaptation proved difficult for all and impossible for some.  The images of women 
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from this time period, whether literal or graphic, expose Spanish society’s complex 
attitude toward women and their role in the social order.  Additionally, according to Mary 
Nash, images of women transmitted by society play a role in consolidating and 
propagating gender identities:  “Su representación cultural es decisiva en la construcción 
de las mismas.  La difusión de un imaginario colectivo popular puede resultar un 
mecanismo eficaz de reforzamiento de códigos de conducta y modelos de masculinidad y 
femininidad” (Rojas 90).  Images of women were prevalent, especially during the Civil 
War, as Nationalists and Republicans sought to personify and communicate their political 
messages through women.  In literature leading up to and during the war, especially in 
works written by women, female characters were essential and almost always politically 
charged.  Solutions to the “Woman Problem” abounded in Spain during this time.  Most 
of the solutions, however, conflicted with other opinions and were convoluted within 
themselves.  In Spanish Civil War propaganda posters, both the Republicans and the 
Nationalists used the image of women to express distinct and sometimes contrasting 
ideals.  In two novels written by women, one Republican and one Nationalist, the 
representation of women is similarly complex.  Federica Montseny’s La Indomable 
presents a strong, confident, independent woman who is nonetheless tied to the traditional 
idea of maintaining a home and having children.  In Retaguardia by Concha Espina, a 
young woman whose entire life is dedicated to men acts bravely and independently, 
exposing her inner strength.  These novels, like the propaganda posters, portray women in 
an idealized political manner.  In the posters and the novels, the female characters are 
relegated to an unrealistic and flat, solely representative role.  They no longer function as 
artistic representations of women but rather personify the political ideals of their creators.  
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Both Montseny and Espina were politically active during the Civil War, and their novels, 
though La Indomable was written before the war, are an extreme, idealistic expression of 
what they believe a modern woman should be.  Similarly, Nationalist and Republican 
propaganda posters use images of women, simplified to a symbolic, archetypical level, to 
represent the values they wish to instill in their supporters or to evoke certain emotions. 
As we will see in this thesis, the graphic and narrative representations of women 
in the first half of the twentieth century, especially during the Spanish Civil War, reveal 
not only the ideological conflicts between groups but the tension within those groups and 
within individuals in Spanish society regarding the “Woman Problem.”  Through these 
complexities, we will come to recognize the incredible difficulty behind establishing the 
woman’s role in a patriarchal society on the brink of modernity, divided by ideological 
and political instability.  As Mary Nash suggests, this study of images has a greater social 
impact:  “Un análisis de la iconografía de la Guerra, de la representación cultural de la 
miliciana o la forma de vestirse de las mujeres durante aquélla puede parecer poco 
relevante a primera vista, pero descifrar las imágenes culturales y los símbolos 
representativos de género es importante a la hora de examinar la experiencia de las 
mujeres y de entender mejor los procesos de cambio efectuados en su identidad cultural y 
en el propio tejido social” (Rojas 91). 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 2 
 
Flawless Females:  Idealized Women in Propaganda Posters and Novels 
 
 
 
The Spanish Civil War and the Battle to Define the Woman’s Role 
 
 
The Spanish Civil War, one of the first modern wars in which communications 
technology played a vital role, was the inspiration for numerous propaganda posters in 
both the Nationalist and the Republican camps.  The posters, “el fruto espontáneo de 
partidos, sindicatos, grupos de artistas y de las instituciones gubernamentales 
idóneas...refleja[n] la realidad física, moral, política y social más aproximada a la 
realidad de aquel dramático proceso histórico” (Miravitlles 14-15).  The image of the 
woman in posters from the Spanish Civil War reveals a dichotomy in the attitude toward 
women among Republicans as well as Nationalists.  Both sides’ propaganda shows 
similar images of the woman, represented as a worker, a victim, an independent modern 
individual, and the country itself.  None of these representations establishes a firm sense 
of the woman’s identity.  Rather, her identity fluctuates between the traditional woman’s 
role as a housewife and her modern identity as an individual who shares equal rights with 
men.  The contradictory images of women in propaganda posters – a Republican poster 
presents the woman as a hopeless victim while another depicts her as a strong and 
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independent miliciana – reveal the complex Spanish attitude toward women in a time of 
change and modernization.  The Spanish Civil War caused great social changes which, as 
a consequence, pushed Spain forward into the modern world of the 20th Century.  The 
Republicans as well as the Nationalists experienced difficulty with the transition from 
traditional Spain to a more modern Spain, especially with regard to the role of women in 
society.   
Among Republicans, the desire to liberate women, giving them suffrage and the 
opportunity to work, clashed with the traditional Spanish belief that women should be 
submissive and needed men to protect them.  For the Nationalists, a conflict arose 
between their effort to maintain the perception of women as the bastion of purity and 
faith and their need for women’s contributions in the labor force during the war.  The 
1939 Nationalist victory and General Franco’s subsequent dictatorship eclipsed these 
conflicts as Franco imposed traditional values and social roles in Spain. 
The Segunda República Española brought about a series of radical social changes 
that altered the role of women in society.  In addition to solidifying the Republican 
victory in the elections of 1931, the Constitución de la República Española broke with 
Spain’s monarchical restrictions and declared that the República would be an equal-rights 
country, granting respect to the worker, the peasant, and the woman alike.  The 
constitution created universal suffrage, awarding men and women the right to vote at the 
age of 23 (H. Thomas 74).  In 1936, General Franco’s and General Mola’s failed coup 
d’état instigated the Spanish Civil War, which would greatly improve, at least in the 
beginning, the social freedom and civil rights of women in Spain.  The same year, the 
Agrupación de Mujeres Antifascistas, which united groups such as the Unio de Dones de 
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Catalunya and the Unión de Muchachas in an effort to create a united women’s front 
against fascism, reached 50,000 affiliates (Nash, Defying 65).  Mujeres Libres, the second 
major women’s movement in Spain, was founded in April of 1936 to free women from 
their triple enslavement: “enslavement to ignorance, enslavement as women and 
enslavement as workers” (Nash, Defying 78).  In its two principle goals of educating 
women and acting in workers affairs, Mujeres Libres combined the anarcho-syndicalist 
strategy of class-fighting with the libertarian communist vision of the CNT-FAI 
(Confederación Nacional del Trabajo-Federación Anarquista Ibérica).  The organization 
addressed its goals by implementing programs such as classes that taught workers and 
peasant women to read, propaganda expeditions, and the creation of common nurseries 
and cafeterias that reduced women’s workload at home, enabling them to work in salaried 
positions. (“Creación y desarrollo” 33) 
Salaried work was an important right for women because it enabled them to 
establish their economic independence in a society that had previously forbidden women 
to earn or even handle their own money.  Unfortunately, in many cases, the right to work 
simply added to a woman’s daily responsibilities.  In addition to full-time work, the 
woman was obligated to cook, clean, and maintain the home.  In spite of this double 
standard, the Republican woman began to enjoy social freedoms, such as going out at 
night, working closely with men, and dressing in a more relaxed manner, wearing the 
falda-pantalón and the mono.  Nonetheless, the greatest opportunity for women was the 
right to fight on the front-lines with the men. (Lannon 217)  In the first months of the 
Civil War, women fought side-by-side with men in Republican militias.  According to 
Francis Lannon, “They joined search parties stopping people on the streets, careered 
7 
 
around waving their rifles with male companions in requisitioned lorries, and went off to 
help halt the enemy… in many cases at the cost of their lives” (217).  However, what 
seemed to be equality for these women was not as fair as it appeared.   
Initially, women were allowed to participate in armed fighting, but the men 
demanded that they also continue fulfilling the subordinate female role by cooking, 
cleaning, and washing the men’s clothing. This effectively doubled the women’s work on 
the front lines (Lannon 222).  Additionally, in November of 1936, mere months after the 
beginning of the war, the Republican government prohibited women from fighting on the 
front lines, relegating them to the rearguard and to the traditional female role:  “La mujer 
tiene su puesto en la retaguardia; sobre todo en actividades ya desempeñadas por ella: 
guarderías, hospitales, casas-cuna, etc.” (Iglesias Rodríguez 114).  Women were only 
allowed to visit the front lines once each week “para levantar la moral de los milicianos; 
lavar su ropa; hacerles la comida o llevarles prendas de abrigo y alimentos” (Iglesias 
Rodríguez 111).  These duties corresponded perfectly with the traditional submissive role 
of women in Spain.  Even though the Republicans’ ban on female soldiers guaranteed 
that women would not overcome their inferior positions in society, it also fostered 
women’s independence as their participation in the war effort became necessary. 
Nationalist and Republican ideologies were as disparate in their political beliefs 
as in their social ideals.  While the Republicans focused on a new Spain, modern and 
egalitarian, the Nationalists sought a return to the traditional values of the Spanish 
Golden Age.  Nationalists worked to reestablish the traditions that Republicans fought to 
eradicate.  For General Francisco Franco and Nationalist leaders, women played a vital 
role in the Nationalist vision of Spain united under fascism.  A pure, submissive woman 
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dedicated to her family, her country, and the Catholic church was the physical 
representation of the values esteemed by Franco and the Nationalists:  “The Nationalists, 
… egged on by the Catholic hierarchy, sought a return to traditional Spanish 
womanliness and Catholic motherhood.  Their women adopted a passive role in the war, 
staying at home, embroidering for their menfolk, patiently awaiting their return” 
(Kenwood 33).  Even though Nationalist women had a more passive role than Republican 
women, they also worked to aid in the war effort, and, like Republican women, they 
created active political groups and organizations such as the Sección Femenina de la 
Falange.   
La Falange Española was founded in 1933 by José Antonio Primo de Rivera, and 
in 1934 it incorporated the Juntas de Ofensiva Nacional Sindicalista (J.O.N.S.), 
increasing its membership.  In 1933 Justina Rodríguez de Viguri became the first woman 
to join the Sindicato Español Universitario, thus beginning the feminine sector of the 
SEU.  (Gallego Méndez 20)  José Antonio, who had previously prohibited women from 
participating in political activity in order to protect them from violence, decided that the 
burgeoning feminine sector of the SEU required the induction of women into la Falange 
as well.  José Antonio himself wrote the first manifesto of the Sección Femenina in 1934 
(Gallego Méndez 25-6).  Soon, several women had joined, including José Antonio’s 
sister and the future leader of the Sección Femenina, Pilar Primo de Rivera.  The women 
of the Sección Femenina worked with “valores de entrega y abnegación, tradicionalmente 
femeninos” (Gallego Méndez 25) to propagate the interests of the Fascist Party.  
Additionally, the women were responsible for helping captured Nationalist soldiers and 
the families of fallen soldiers.  The Sección Femenina’s work was divided into three 
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distinct delegations: “Auxilio Social, que se ocupa de la misión benéfica; Frentes y 
Hospitales, de las atenciones al frente, y la Sección Femenina, encargada de la 
movilización y formación de todas las mujeres” (Gallego Méndez 57). 
Women on both sides of the war carried out tasks such as cooking, sewing, and 
doing laundry, which ensured that women worked mostly in the rearguard.  Women were 
also charged with spreading propaganda to other women and recruiting women to 
increase feminine support during the war.  Both the Nationalists and the Republicans 
understood the importance of women as much for their work supporting the war effort as 
for their power as an instrument of propaganda.   
 
 
 
Propaganda Posters: The Modern Woman vs. the Traditional Ideal 
 
 
The Republicans, as well as the Nationalists, utilized the image of the woman to 
evoke emotion, to communicate a message to other women, and to embody political 
mottos in their propaganda.  Part of this strategy consisted of creating scores of posters in 
which the woman was depicted in distinct ideal roles.  However, in several of these 
posters, conformity with certain stereotypes or symbolism subverts the presented ideals.  
In the majority of both Nationalist and Republican propaganda posters, the woman is 
represented as one of four possible archetypes: the symbolic representation of Spain; the 
war victim; the worker; or the modern, independent woman. 
Often, propaganda posters show the woman as a personification of the nation 
itself.  The proclamation of the Segunda República Española on April 14, 1931 inspired 
multitudes of posters celebrating the new government.  A great number of these posters 
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focus on the image of a young woman, frequently accompanied by a lion, with the tri-
colored Spanish flag in one hand and the scales of justice in her other hand.  In a poster 
by Ricard Opisso, printed in Barcelona by Martí Mari (See Appendix A), a nude young 
woman stands in the center of the poster holding scales in her raised right hand and the 
red, yellow, and purple flag in her left hand.  The laurel-crowned heads of fifteen men 
who were essential in the creation of the Segunda República surround her. 
The woman in this poster personifies the hope that the Segunda República would 
become a new, young, modern and revolutionary Spain.  The image of the young woman 
who resembles “una representación gráfica de la nueva juventud femenina republicana, 
oficinista o modistilla” (Termes 28) reflects the values of the Segunda República.  The 
woman’s nudity represents the purity, innocence, and integrity the República sought to 
embody to differentiate itself from Spain’s past monarchies.  Unlike the corrupt 
monarchy, the new Spain has nothing to hide and can confidently present itself in a naked 
state.  In spite of the poster’s  ideological grandness, the woman’s genitalia are covered 
by the flag, revealing the tendency toward sexual restriction of women that was still 
prevalent in the progressive Segunda República.  Even though her pubic area is covered, 
the woman’s figure shows that she is modern, strong, and fertile.  The position of her 
body is sensual because it emphasizes the curves of her physique while simultaneously 
highlighting her thick and stable thighs and the strength of her arms in which she carries 
the flag and the scales of justice.  Her thin waist reflects the youth and modernity inherent 
in the new government of the Segunda República, and the ample form of her hips 
indicates that she is capable of producing children, important for the propagation and the 
future of the República.  Thin and sensual, the woman is modern. At the same time, her 
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pose upholds Spanish tradition and her red cap symbolizes the new liberal República.  In 
all, the woman is very feminine, unlike the androgynous or masculine representations of 
women in many other propaganda posters.  The representation of Spanish women in 
propaganda is important because it indicates the República’s recognition of the role of 
women who, in spite of being feminine, remain strong and brave.  This representation 
also demonstrates that the modern woman is an important figure in the new society 
created by the República.  However, the woman in this poster remains an object; she only 
has the power to represent something beyond herself, not the power of self expression.  
She lacks an individual identity and personality because she serves only as an illustration 
of men’s ideals. 
Unlike Republican propaganda, Nationalist propaganda does not use the image of 
the woman to personify its ideal Spain.  In contrast, the Nationalists represent their ideal 
of a united Spain with the image of just one man: General Franco.  Nationalist 
propaganda serves to legitimize the Nationalist cause and to establish the image of 
Franco as the caudillo of fascist Spain.  In this way, the propaganda helps create  a hero’s 
cult to General Franco.  The visual representations of Franco demonstrate a strong 
symbolism and focus on Franco as the center of the Nationalist movement and ideals.  In 
the poster by Paco Ribera that celebrates the Nationalist victory in the Spanish Civil War 
(see Appendix B), Franco stands solemnly and majestically in the foreground, wearing a 
military uniform.  His red and yellow sash represents the flag of Spain’s traditional 
monarchy, and the fur around his neck makes Franco resemble a king.  The poster is very 
symbolic, especially in its abundance of color.  Red and yellow represent Spain won by 
the Nationalists.  We see several other Nationalist symbols in the poster, such as el yugo y 
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las flechas on Franco’s uniform pocket, which come from the emblem of the Catholic 
Kings Isabel and Ferdinand and represent a renewal of the Catholic Reconquista, and the 
planes in the background, which represent the air support provided by Germany and Italy 
during the war.  These symbols represent the Nationalist ideology which excludes women 
from the events of the foreground.  No women are present in this poster, as if the 
victorious Nationalists have established a new Spain in which women are neither seen 
nor heard.  The war has concluded, and the women have abandoned their roles as workers 
in the war effort to return indoors and submissively attend to the matters of the home in 
accordance with Nationalist ideology. 
In addition to employing feminine and masculine characters to represent the 
country, both parties use the image of a protective soldier as the personification of Spain.  
Nationalist propaganda typically shows a masculine soldier who looks almost like a 
living statue.  The poster entitled España Resucita (see Appendix C) shows a large man 
with wings and a Spartan helmet.  His size and the strong lines that compose his 
appearance make him resemble a Roman statue.  With a sword in his raised right hand, 
the soldier leads a battle charge and embodies the motto “España Resucita.”  Some of the 
symbolic elements from the Franco poster are present here as well.  The sword handle is 
shaped like the yugo, and planes fly in the sky next to the statuesque man.  The dominant 
figure in the poster represents the spirit of the country as well as the classic ideals that 
inspire Nationalist soldiers.  
Unlike the Nationalists, the Republicans frequently use the image of a woman 
who appears to be carved from stone to represent the country.  A poster by Parrilla (see 
Appendix C) represents Spain as a female statue, with a strong face, posed in a protective 
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stance over two soldiers of the International Brigades.  With a laurel crown in her left 
hand, a crown on her head, and the Spanish flag in the background, the statue is strongly 
linked with the symbols of Spain.  Like the man in the Nationalist poster, the woman 
looks like a Roman statue and represents the strength and the spirit of Spain.  The fact 
that the Segunda República represents Spain with a woman while the Nationalists 
represent the country with a man indicates the vast difference between the two parties’ 
social attitudes.  Due to the Nationalists’ legitimization problem, Franco sought to create 
a stable and strong image of Spain.  For this reason, Nationalist propaganda presents the 
concept of Nationalist Spain through a masculine image centered on General Franco.  
Also, because of the Nationalists’ idealization of the woman as a submissive figure, they 
refuse to represent their ideal united Spain with a woman, who according to their 
ideology, is weak and needs to be protected.  In contrast, the Republicans often use the 
woman to represent the country in their propaganda.  By placing the woman in such an 
important position, the Republicans demonstrate their intention to propagate a 
progressive ideology that aspires to a society in which men and women will be equal.   
Another representation of the woman utilized by both the Republicans and the 
Nationalists places the woman outside of her traditional place in the home and shows her 
working for the war effort.  The image of a woman who works to help the army is 
important during the Civil War to encourage women to participate in the rearguard.  For 
the Republicans, the woman worker represents the social changes that come into effect 
during the war and permit women to work in salaried positions.  More than serving a 
solely propagandistic purpose, the image of the working woman indicates an increased 
freedom for women in Spanish Republican society.  The Partido Comunista Español 
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believed that “con la incorporación de la mujer a las tareas productivas de la retaguardia, 
quedaba plenamente garantizada su emancipación económica, base primordial e 
insustituible en el camino hacia su completa liberación” (Cobo Romero 69-70).  One 
popular design that emphasizes the relationship between work in the rearguard and 
success on the front lines shows a female worker in the foreground and behind her, in the 
background, stands the silhouette of a male soldier.  In a Fergui poster for the Partido 
Comunista (See Appendix D), a campesina smiles over her shoulder, accompanied by the 
words “¡Campesina! Tu trabajo en el campo fortalece el espíritu de los que combaten.”  
The parallel poses of the woman and the soldier’s silhouette visually cement the poster’s 
motto.  Both the woman and the soldier stand with the same posture: they face away from 
the viewer with a hoe and a gun respectively in their left hands.   
The parallel between the campesina and the soldier establishes an almost 
egalitarian relationship between them.  The poster suggests that the woman’s work in the 
rearguard is as important to the war effort as the soldier’s work on the front lines.  Even 
though it is impossible to win the war with only the work of campesinas, the equality 
between the woman and the soldier in this poster attempts to foment and publicize the 
concept that women are as important as men in the Civil War.  However, the poster 
upholds the campesina’s femininity and her traditional appearance.  She wears a pink 
dress with a white apron and bonnet, as well as white clogs.  Her traditional attire 
idealizes the traditional Spanish campesina.  The same shade of pink in her dress also 
appears on her rosy cheeks, visually linking the model of the traditional campesina with 
the happiness of the woman in the poster.  Her surroundings also emphasize the ideal of 
the campesina.  The grass is green and there are flowers around the woman’s feet.  The 
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idealization of tradition in this poster subverts the feeling of equality produced by the 
parallel between the woman and the soldier.  The poster demonstrates the popular notion 
of “los hombres al frente, las mujeres en la retaguardia” (Iglesias Rodríguez 114), which 
reflects the persistent traditional tendency of the República with respect to women.   
Historically, this tendency became obvious in October of 1936 when the 
República prohibited women from fighting on the front lines.  Even though women were 
allowed to fight at the beginning of the war, there was “una clara división de género, que 
asignó a los hombres los deberes militares de lucha armada en los frentes de guerra, y a 
las mujeres los servicios auxiliares de soporte en la retaguardia” (Nash 102).  The Fergui 
poster presents a woman who works hard, the same as the men, to support the Ejército 
Popular, but at the same time, the images indicate that this woman is more traditional and 
restricted to her “place in society” than she is modern and free.  The poster leaves no 
doubt that when the soldier returns from the front lines, the woman will return to her 
completely traditional role.  Even though the woman is indispensable for the success of 
the war effort, here she is only important in her traditional feminine role.   
The Nationalists also produced posters that depict a working woman who 
supports the soldiers on the front lines.  In a Salinas poster, printed by the Auxilio Social 
(See Appendix E), a fascist woman carries several loaves of bread in the foreground 
while violence reigns in the background.  The motto “Ha entrado la España de Franco!” 
together with the red yugo y flechas of the Falange lay at the foot of the poster.  In the 
background, a city burns while Auxilio Social trucks drive toward the woman in the 
foreground.  Unlike the happy Republican campesina, this woman appears serious and 
imposing.  She has dark hair, and the greater part of her face is in shadow.  Her facial 
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expression, together with the rigidity of her posture and the harsh, rigid lines of the 
poster, produce a severity that the Republican peasant woman lacks completely.  The 
Nationalist woman’s posture and facial expression reflect the values proposed by Franco 
and the Nationalist leadership. The woman is regimented, controlled, and dedicated to 
war relief, just as she is dedicated to her family and to the Church.  Though the 
Falangista woman wears a white apron and is working, she appears bourgeois in her blue 
shirt, black skirt, and high heels.  Like a middle-class woman highly controlled by 
society’s rules and dedicated to fulfilling her role, the woman in the poster shows the 
ideal qualities of a Falangista woman.  However, the fact that she works with the 
strength of a man, as emphasized by her hard facial expression, conflicts with the 
Nationalist ideal that the woman is docile and stays home to care for her children.  Most 
Nationalist propaganda ignores this contradiction because women were essential to the 
war effort.  For the Nationalist camp, the real need for women’s help outweighs the 
desire to preserve them as pure social examples. 
The background of a Republican poster created by Padial for the Socorro Rojo de 
España (See Appendix F) shows a scene of destruction similar to the Auxilio Social 
poster.  The Republican woman in the poster, however, appears in the foreground not as a 
savior but as a victim.  She sits on a simple bench with her head bowed and a 
handkerchief pressed to her forehead.  She looks as though she has been crying.  The 
woman is dressed like a campesina wearing a scarf to cover her head, long sleeves, a long 
skirt, and plain shoes.  A few baskets full of household objects, probably the only things 
she has left after the destruction of her home, rest on the table at the woman’s side.  The 
poster uses sepia tones in the photograph of the woman and the image of the destroyed 
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city.  A shaded red area separates the woman from the city, and the command 
“¡Acógela!” is printed in red over the city scene.  The poster’s colors emphasize the 
destruction of life.  The red reminds the viewer of blood, while the brown shades appear 
austere, demonstrating a dearth of happiness and spirit.  The woman is a refugee whose 
life was destroyed along with the city. The parallel colors of the woman and the city in 
the background highlight this shared destruction.  The woman’s dark and troubled 
appearance embodies the hopelessness we imagine she feels. 
Instead of providing relief from violence, as portrayed by the woman in the 
Falangista poster, the Republican woman is forsaken and defeated by the violence and 
destruction behind her.  The contrast between the Nationalist woman and the Republican 
woman in these two posters reveals a dichotomy in the attitudes toward the woman in 
both parties.  La Falange, which seeks to maintain the traditional role of the woman as a 
weak creature who needs protection by men, shows a capable and strong woman, while 
the República, which values progressive ideas and social equality, presents the traditional 
image of a powerless woman who needs help and protection.  This woman who gives up 
in the face of war’s destruction is the opposite of the Falangista woman who confronts 
violence with a strong attitude and the energy to overcome desperation.  Of course, the 
two posters have distinct goals: the Falangista poster praises the woman of the Auxilio 
Social and encourages other women to join, while the Republican Socorro Rojo uses 
sympathy for the woman in its poster to elicit help for war victims.  The difference 
between the strong Falangista woman and the weak Republican woman is notable.  The 
representation of the feminine victim in this poster contradicts the equality propagated by 
the República.  This indicates that the República utilizes the woman as a malleable object 
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of propaganda, thus demonstrating its lack of respect for female individuality and 
independence. 
Unlike ¡Acógela!, a Republican poster by Manuela (See Appendix G) focuses on 
the strength of women in their insistence to vote.  The woman occupies the center of this 
poster as she marches forward and upward toward the right side of the poster.  The strong 
sense of movement in this poster symbolizes the advance of the woman in Spanish 
society.  As the woman in the poster takes a large step forward, women in Spain earn the 
right to vote and the respect of Spanish society.  In a demonstration of her tenacity, the 
woman extends her right hand, in which she carries a piece of paper printed with the 
word “voto”, toward the sky.  The woman’s stance resembles that of a soldier marching 
with his sword raised, leading his troops in a battle charge.  This illustrates a parallel 
between the vote and the sword as weapons of the people.  The concept of a citizen’s vote 
being as strong as a weapon is a Republican idea; it demonstrates the democratic ideals of 
the República.  This was important for the República because women’s suffrage was a 
polemic reform put in place during the Segunda República and before the start of the 
Civil War.  The Republican government feared that the Church and priests would 
influence how women voted in Spain.  In the poster, a nun, a priest, and a bourgeois man 
tug on the woman’s skirt. The woman continues forward, resisting their influence and 
breaking the stereotype that women were merely puppets of the church and their 
husbands.  However, because the poster was produced to encourage women to break free 
from these influences, it is obvious that the poster creators believed that women needed 
to be told to do so.  The propagandists created the poster because they believed that 
women were controlled by the Church, and they wanted to convince women to think for 
19 
 
themselves and to vote for the Frente Popular in the elections of 1936.  In this way, the 
poster seems to reinforce the stereotype while simultaneously trying to redefine it.  The 
very existence of the poster indicates that its creators did not believe Spanish women 
thought for themselves.  In a way, the poster is simply a substitute for the Church and 
women’s husbands; women are still being told how to act, simply by a different group.  
Though the República believed women should have the right to vote, the government was 
not yet confident in a woman’s ability to make her own decisions.   
 The woman’s traditional appearance in the poster reflects Republican 
ambivalence toward the woman’s position in society.  Even though the woman is actively 
voting, a very modern right, she is dressed traditionally in a yellow dress and a red apron, 
colors that represent traditional Spain.  Also, in her right arm she carries a baby, which 
establishes that she is a mother and a housewife—traditional roles of a Spanish woman.  
In this poster, the República permits the woman to appear independent, but at the same 
time, she must fulfill her traditional role and responsibilities, just as the women who 
fought in the front lines had to do chores for the men in the first weeks of the war. 
Posters that show the Republican milicianas break completely with traditional 
women’s roles.  The milicianas who fought at the beginning of the Civil War were 
independent and strong.  These women, especially those who joined Mujeres Libres, 
fought with men on the front lines and against men in the battle for equal rights.  The 
strong and independent miliciana is embodied by an Arteche poster that declares “Les 
milcias us necessiten!” (See Appendix H).  The woman is prominent in the foreground, 
pointing to the viewer with her right hand and carrying a rifle in her left hand.  Her 
posture is reminiscent of “Uncle Sam” in the American poster “I want you for U.S. 
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Army!” from the first World War (Flagg).  The rifle in the air is a demonstration of the 
woman’s strength as well as a call to arms for the entire Spanish population.  The 
woman’s intensity shows in her facial expression and aggressive pointing gesture.  This 
attitude reveals the woman’s strong independence; it is clear that no one will control her, 
especially not the Nationalists.  The woman’s dress demonstrates her independence as 
well as her modern attitude.  She wears the blue mono, the symbol of the proletariat, with 
a cartridge belt.  The soldiers marching in rows behind her wear the same type of 
uniform.  Wearing the same clothing as the men, the miliciana breaks with feminine 
traditions and establishes her social position as equal to that of a man. 
Even though this woman, so strong and free, was relegated to the rearguard 
shortly after the start of the war, her image was used in propaganda throughout the war.  
The miliciana represents the “Heroína de la Patria” and her “opción inicial de combate 
armado fue elogiado como símbolo de generosidad, valentía y resistencia popular 
antifascista” (Nash, “La miliciana” 102).    The República utilized the strong image of the 
miliciana to represent the strength and dedication of the modern Republican woman and 
to encourage women and others to participate in the war effort throughout the Civil War.  
The fact that the Republicans used the image of the miliciana even after prohibiting 
women from fighting demonstrates that for the República, the woman was only useful for 
her representational value.  The government took advantage of the esthetic and symbolic 
power of women during the war while ignoring women’s desire for equality and 
independence. 
The image of the modern Nationalist woman is very different from the 
Republican miliciana.  In a poster for the Organizaciones Juveniles de F.E.T. y de las 
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J.O.N·S. (See Appendix H), two girls are presented as extremely feminine and docile.  
While the miliciana expresses her strong beliefs and attitude through her posture and 
expression, the Nationalist girls in this poster lack all emotion.  In contrast with the 
miliciana, these girls do not challenge the viewer or Spain’s patriarchal traditions.   The 
style in which the “mujeres de mañana” are painted in the poster resembles the style of 
fashion magazine sketches from the 1930s.  This establishes the girls as modern young 
ladies who are stylish even though they wear traditional Spanish clothing.  The 
campesina wears a skirt, an apron, a scarf on her head, and clogs, while the city-girl 
wears a floral dress and high heels.  Each girl represents the ideal for her respective social 
class.  They embody the message of the poster, “las niñas de hoy y las mujeres de 
mañana unidas sin distinción de clases,” because their physical proximity indicates an 
intimate friendship despite their obvious class differences.  The girls’ bodies and faces 
are the same shape, eliminating any semblance of individuality.  They look toward the 
side of the poster rather than directly at the viewer, and no emotions or thoughts can be 
seen in their faces.  Because they lack personality, the young women function as objects 
of admiration, an unrealistic ideal.  This idealized image is a Nationalist construction that 
seeks to utilize an empty image of the woman to impose the Nationalists’ patriarchal 
values. The male-centered image does not approach a realistic representation of women 
but rather presents the qualities male Nationalists wish to impose on real Spanish women. 
As feminist theorists such as Judith Feterley suggest, women have always had a 
complicated relationship with art and literature: “Women do not find their own lives 
reflected in art but are required to read as men, to adopt the male point of view” (Felski 
33).  Before the beginning of feminist theory, women were forced to identify with the 
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male point of view, which was frequently misogynistic.  Rita Felski states that to take on 
the masculine point of view is to surrender to the “power of a patriarchal culture to mold 
women’s identities, fantasies, and desires” (35).  In this case, the Nationalists create an 
empty representation of women to control real women’s identities and behaviors during 
the Spanish Civil War. 
With the inherent contradictions in both Republican and Nationalist propaganda, 
it should be recognized that the posters analyzed here represent only a small part of the 
great production of propaganda during the Spanish Civil War.  It is important to study, 
however, the manner in which the image of the woman was used by both parties in the 
war.  At first, it may be thought that the conservative and traditional Nationalists would 
only represent the woman as a pure religious housewife.  Similarly, the República’s 
progressive attitude sets up the expectation that images of Republican women would be 
modern and break with traditional ideals.  However, upon investigating the wartime 
posters, it becomes clear that the woman appears in various, distinct roles in Spanish 
propaganda, some of which correspond to each party’s ideology and others which 
contradict those ideologies.  In some Nationalist propaganda, the woman is represented as 
a hard worker, while in some Republican posters the woman is a helpless victim.  These 
posters contradict the pre-established attitudes of the two parties toward women and their 
role in society.  These same contradictions exist within individual posters as well.  
Neither the Republicans nor the Nationalists created a fixed image to symbolize the 
woman and the values they wanted her to represent. This fact indicates that the identity of 
the woman at this time in history was in transition.  The feminine ideal was different for 
each party in the war.  The Republicans encountered difficulty fixing any ideology, 
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including their attitude toward women, because of the disagreements among various 
antifascist groups.  Finally, the period of the Spanish Civil War was a time of great 
changes in Spain.  The country was still on the cusp of a new century, and the creation of 
the Segunda República Española was a new phenomenon for a traditionally monarchical 
country such as Spain.  Facing these changes, it was as difficult for the traditional 
Nationalists as for the progressive Republicans to establish women’s role in this new 
society.  The challenge of establishing the identity and social role of the modern woman 
represents the questions of accepting modernity and shifting ideology which Spain 
confronted and which contributed to the national tragedy that was the Spanish Civil War. 
This struggle to establish social roles, especially for women, among the shifting 
politics and ideologies of the modern era is evident in the problematical representations 
of women in literature as well as in the propaganda posters we have seen.  In politically 
charged novels of this period, especially those written by politically active women such 
as Federica Montseny and Concha Espina, the fight to establish women’s identity in 
Spain continues.  
 
 
 
Federica Montseny: Raised to Rebel 
 
 
 Federica Montseny was born in Madrid on February 12, 1905, the only child of 
anarchist writer parents, Juan Montseny and Teresa Mañé.  Montseny’s parents, who 
were self-educated, progressive teachers, opened one of the first Spanish non-religious, 
rationalist schools in Catalonia but schooled their daughter at home.  Juan Montseny was 
accused of planting a bomb at a religious procession in 1896 and was imprisoned, then 
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exiled.  He secretly returned to Spain, however, and the family relocated from Catalonia 
to Madrid.  In 1898 Juan and Teresa founded the influential anarchist publications La 
Revista Blanca and Tierra y libertad, which they published until 1905 (Alcalde 16).  The 
couple wrote for and published the magazines together, though Teresa publicly headed 
the publications to keep her husband’s presence in Spain a secret.  (Langa Laorga 78)  
Around the time Montseny was two years old, the family moved to the country outside of 
Madrid where they earned a living “from writing and small-holding farming in true 
libertarian style” (Davies 138).  Exiled and living secretly in Vallecas, Juan frequently 
avoided the Guardia Civil while a young Federica faced the soldiers, opening her front 
door as slowly as possible to give her father time to hide.  Montseny’s radical, anarchist-
revolutionary upbringing had a profound effect on her later career in politics as well as on 
her writing.   (Davies 137-9) 
 In 1921 Montseny began to write for libertarian publications such as Tierra, 
Redención, and Solidaridad Obrera.  Two years later, at the age of 18, she joined the 
Confederación Nacional del Trabajo (CNT) and encouraged her father to resume La 
Revista Blanca, which they wrote for and published together.  In 1927 Montseny helped 
found the Federación Anarquista Ibérica (FAI). (Leggott 163)  Her first published novel 
was La Victoria, written in 1925.  La Indomable was written in 1926 and published by 
“La Revista Blanca” in 1927.  Montseny’s political activity, which would make her more 
famous than her writing, intensified with the formation of the Segunda República 
Española in 1931.  She joined Mujeres Libres and formed part of the national committee 
of the Federación Anarquista Ibérica (FAI).  Four months into the Civil War, in 1936, 
Montseny became the Minister of Public Health for Largo Caballero’s socialist 
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government.  During her time in office, Montseny attempted to enact reforms regarding 
sex education, children’s homes, prostitution, and provision for refugees, though the 
reforms never came to fruition.  Prior to and during the war, Montseny traveled through 
Spain speaking at anarchist meetings and worker’s rallies about the anarcho-syndicalist 
ideology and its impact on women.  She attacked Marxists, the Spanish government, the 
Church, and above all the role of women in society.  Montseny believed that “[t]here 
could be no social revolution until women were considered free agents and subjects in 
their own right” (Davies 140). 
 As an anarchist, Montseny did not seek women’s suffrage or improved legal 
rights for women because these rights were based on the laws of an organized 
government which had no place in Montseny’s anarchist plan for utopian collaboration 
between groups and individuals.  (Davies 141-2)  Sarah Leggott explains that “The 
Anarchist movement to which Montseny belonged is based on the ideas of Russian 
Mikhail Bakunin (1814-1876), whose vision is that of a stateless society, free of any form 
of authority and hierarchy…[U]nrestricted individual freedom, together with the 
destruction of all forms of state apparatus, is paramount” (164).  Her stringent belief in 
the anarchist model of individual equality and freedom led Montseny to disagree with the 
concepts of feminism.  The topic of feminism interested Montseny from a young age, “a 
pesar de que más adelante repetiría sin pudor el ya clásico lema de todos los partidos de 
izquierdas y de derechas: ‘Nosotros no somos feministas’” (Alcalde 28).  In an article for 
L’Espoir in 1972, Montseny explains the reasoning behind this famous statement: 
“Consideramos que la emancipación de la mujer está íntimamente ligada a la verdadera 
emacipación del hombre.  Por eso nos basta con llamarnos anarquistas.  Pero nos ha 
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parecido que, sobre todo en España, nuestro movimiento padecía de un exceso de 
masculinismo: el hombre, en general, no gusta que la mujer le represente” (Alcalde 31).  
This statement indicates, as we have seen in the representations of women in propaganda 
posters, that the traditional subordination of women continues even within an anarchist 
group which seeks equality among all people.  Montseny discusses women’s liberation in 
several articles written for La Revista Blanca (“El movimiento femenino internacional”, 
“Feminismo y humanismo”, “La mujer, problema del hombre”, etc.).  In La Indomable, 
Montseny addresses feminism and the search for equality through her main character.  
Vida represents a woman who seeks the liberty to think, write, and live in an environment 
of gender equality, though it seems impossible for her to find a man who can match her 
radical philosophies.  Catherine Davies points out that La Indomable, along with 
Montseny’s other novels “of the 1920s, written to communicate her ideas on anarchism 
and women’s liberation to working women, and to persuade them of the need for ‘future 
women’, are better appreciated in the light of her numerous articles published in La 
Revista Blanca” (141-2). 
Many of Montseny’s Revista Blanca articles from the 1920s address her stance on 
feminism and the relationship between feminism and anarchism.  While she finds the 
concept of feminism to be unwarranted under the anarchist model of equality and 
cooperation among all members of society, she maintains that women’s freedom and 
education is vital to the success of an anarchist society.  (Leggott 170)  During the Civil 
War, Montseny’s concentration becomes somewhat more political, and many of her war-
time articles and speeches focus on unifying anarchists, socialists, and communists to 
fight fascism.  Nonetheless, she maintains an interest in feminism and women’s issues.  
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In a speech looking back over her term as Minister of Health, Montseny recognizes her 
desire to eliminate prostitution in Spain, suggesting that prostitution will continue to exist 
until “el momento en que la mujer tenga una profesión y una posibilidad social que 
asegure siempre su vida y la de sus hijos, en el momento en que la sociedad esté 
organizada de manera que ningún ser quede al margen de ella” (Montseny “Mi 
experiencia”).  In a speech during the Acción de la Mujer en la Paz y en la Guera 
conference, Montseny warns that “para que una mujer se libere en la actual sociedad 
precisa una voluntad infinita en abierta lucha con la fuerza ancestral de los siglos, los 
prejuicios y la esclavitud social y económica que sobre ella pesa” (“Federica Montseny 
en el ‘Casal de la Dona Treballadora’”).  Montseny elaborates on the obstacles women 
face in their struggle for equality, and she advises that when a woman triumphs, one must 
celebrate her accomplishment and recognize the tribulations she endured.  She praises 
several prominent female revolutionary figures, such as Luisa Michel, La Virgen Roja, 
and Teresa Claramunt, a revolutionary orator.  Women’s efforts toward peace and social 
progress, she says, are the work of these women in addition to thousands of anonymous 
women who fight and sacrifice for the cause.  These women’s peace efforts, she suggests, 
are more effective than similar efforts in the past due to the revolutionary character of the 
República and of the Civil War.  In the end, Montseny’s emphasis is on the need to fight 
together, men and women alike, against fascism and oppression.  Like her position on 
feminism, Montseny asserts that the most important goal is to win the war, and that 
women’s liberation is only one piece of the puzzle for Republican victory. 
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La Indomable: Montseny’s Liberal-Traditional Woman 
 
 
Montseny wrote La Indomable before the war, between 1926 and 1927.  This 
“más o menos autobiográfica” (Langa Laorga  23) novel details the youth, adolescence, 
and early adulthood of Vida, a character based on Montseny herself.  At this point in 
history, the war has not yet begun, and the Segunda República is still just an idea in the 
minds of liberals.  However, through Montseny’s characterization of Vida, we see the 
ideals of revolutionary Spaniards who opposed the Spanish monarchy and the 
dictatorship of Primo de Rivera.  While not an organized or planned work of propaganda, 
La Indomable communicates a message to readers, especially female readers, about the 
devotion and spirit necessary to fight against the government.  Montseny presents Vida as 
an “ejemplo” for other women to follow.  She is the ideal liberal woman, and others 
should aspire to live as she does.  Throughout the novel, Vida sacrifices her personal life 
for her intellectual and political beliefs.  She refuses to marry an undeserving man, which 
for her means any man who does not share her strong morals and philosophies.  Vida 
consistently consoles her loneliness with the belief that she is “meant for greater things.”  
This self-denial in favor of her political beliefs and future in the Republican party is a 
prized quality among liberal thinkers.  Later, during the Civil War, the Republicans will 
try to instill this sense of selflessness in the Republican populace in order to create a more 
unified and stronger group dynamic.  As the communists, socialists, and anarchists try to 
work together, it becomes increasingly important for individuals to sacrifice their own 
desires for the good of the República.  Vida embodies the concept of working for the 
greater good rather than for personal gain. 
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This novel is by no means overt propaganda.  It reads like a bildungsroman, 
though the principle character is a girl, and a large part of the novel focuses on her 
interactions with different men as she grows to become a young woman.  However, 
strong liberal ideals lie under the surface throughout the novel.  Though it is rarely 
mentioned explicitly, Vida faces danger of imprisonment or worse due to her political 
beliefs, and it is the strength of these beliefs that belies the political undertones of the 
novel.  Montseny establishes her literary self as the example of a strong and independent 
modern political woman in Spain.  Through her characterization of Vida, Montseny 
establishes Vida as a symbol of liberalism and an ideal after whom men and women alike 
should model their lives and behavior.  Vida’s social challenges, whether she is faced 
with making friends or finding a husband, stem from her intense dedication to moral and 
political rectitude.  Vida is too perfect for the men she meets not because she is too 
beautiful or too modest but because she has  committed herself to a future of greatness in 
her writing and political activism, and she refuses to share her life with anyone who 
cannot live up to her level of greatness.   
The novel further mentions the political situation in Spain through the incident 
with the Guardia Civil when Vida’s family lives in the countryside.  Vida’s father is a 
political exile living secretly in Spain with his family.  The men of the Guardia Civil are 
not presented negatively, though it is clear that Vida’s family opposes their presence.  
Montseny depicts the Guardia Civil as a group of normal men who must follow the 
orders of a morally corrupt political system.  The opposition of Vida’s family’s beliefs 
and the politics behind the Guardia Civil is physically demonstrated when a young Vida 
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bravely confronts the Guardia Civil from behind the front door, giving her father time to 
hide himself. (Montseny 52-53) 
Throughout the novel, Vida’s political beliefs surpass any concern for her own 
safety.  As a young adult, Carlos and her father suggest that if she continues “por el 
camino emprendido y un día tienen el capricho de cogerte” (Montseny 160), she will face 
prison or death.  Vida simply states that she will not change “para honra y prez del género 
humano” (Montseny 161), and Carlos praises Vida’s virtuous attitude and proclaims 
society’s need for individuals like her.  Through Vida’s dedication and Carlos’ praise, 
Montseny suggests that people like Vida, those who have strong opinions and bravely 
fight to protect their rights and beliefs, are essential in modern society.  These individuals 
will become even more important to political liberals during the Civil War.   
Though Montseny could not have predicted the events of the Civil War or her 
future role in Mujeres Libres, her pre-war novels, such as La Indomable, take on a greater 
importance in light of  the Civil War.  As an important political figure, Montseny’s 
political opinions became public during the war, and we now see the correlations between 
her wartime actions and speeches and the novels she wrote prior to the war. In this way, 
La Indomable, though not meant to be a novel of propaganda, exhibits some 
characteristics of  propaganda in its idealized characters and intense political atmosphere.  
La Indomable chronicles the early life of Vida, a young girl in a family of 
political writers who is raised in the Spanish countryside and the literary circles of 
Barcelona in the early 1900s.  As Montseny has stated, the novel is autobiographical, and 
Vida represents a young Montseny.  Throughout the novel, Vida is presented as an ideal 
woman.  The novel’s omniscient descriptions focus on Vida’s rustic independence and 
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intellectual curiosity, as well as her commitment to writing and publishing her 
philosophical and literary thoughts.  Vida begins to write before she is fifteen, and even 
at this age she is a perfectionist, burning her writing at the end of each day and hoping to 
improve her literary production the next day.  Those who know Vida intimately, 
however, assert that she has already reached perfection in her literary efforts as well as in 
her moral character.   
Vida is admired by everyone who meets her.  In adolescence, her peers believed 
her to be odd and different; however,  as she reaches adulthood, others begin to recognize 
her great intellect and humble spirit.  These qualities help make her the ideal woman.  As 
has been suggested through the images of women in Republican propaganda posters, the 
Spanish liberals wanted their women to be strong and fight for their rights and political 
beliefs, but they also wanted women to maintain their traditional roles as housewives.  
Vida embodies perfection both in her intellect and political activism as well as in her 
dedication to keeping a home, cleaning and cooking for herself and others, and someday 
having a family.   
Montseny presents Vida as the smartest and most philosophical person in any 
group.  Her intellect and debate skills easily match and exceed those of any man, 
including those romantically interested in Vida: Carlos, Bernardo Altay, Germán 
Eizaguirre, and León Bernauer.  As a teenager, Vida matches wits with Carlos, an older 
family friend.  Carlos prefers Vida’s company to that of other girls in the town because 
she challenges him intellectually, and in fact, he leaves the other girls and goes, “aburrido 
de insípidas charlas, en busca de ella” (Montseny 80).  Carlos is drawn to Vida, both by 
her beauty and her mind: “Aquella muchacha tostada por el sol, de piel ardiente y ojos 
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centelleantes, sana y poderosa de alma y de cuerpo, le encantaba y le atraía con la 
fantasía de su espíritu, la riqueza moral de su alma y la plenitud inmaculada de su 
cuerpo” (Montseny 80).  With each man she knows well, Vida has philosophic 
discussions in which they discuss the moral truths of the world and presumably politics.  
With Bernardo, Vida’s friend Armonía scoffs at their purely philosophic conversations, 
in which Vida says “Hablábamos de Kant y la razón pura.  Al fin nos enfrascamos 
profundamente en las inmensidades de Zarathustra y del filósofo de la Avenida de los 
Tilos” (Montseny 107).  Bernardo freely debates life’s questions with Vida, and he holds 
her in the highest regard.  He tells her, “Tienes el más extraordinario pensamiento y la 
más rica fantasia que imaginar se puedan” (Montseny 107).  Like Carlos, Bernardo is 
enchanted with Vida’s intellectual spirit: “Se le adivinaba además fascinado, dominado 
por el magnetismo, por la potencia electrizadora de Vida.  Atento a sus frases y 
rebatiéndola, su atención se concentraba y se encantaba en la vitalidad desbordante de 
aquella mujer”(Montseny 104).  For these intellectual and liberal men, Vida is the perfect 
woman.  She is beautiful, and her complex thoughts enchant intelligent men, drawing 
them into deep philosophic discussions in which Vida’s passion and dedication become 
apparent.  In this way, female liberal readers see Vida as the embodiment of liberal 
ideals, which value intellectual, educational, and social freedom.  Male liberal readers, 
however, see Vida as an example of the type of woman they should seek for their wives.  
She is dedicated to the radical cause and to liberal ideals, so strongly in fact that she 
devotes her life to political writing and discussion.  
More than an ideal liberal figure, Vida conforms to the traditional Spanish ideal 
for women as well.  Traditionally, the Spanish woman’s role was that of the ama de casa.  
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She was responsible for maintaining a functioning household, which included doing 
chores such as cooking, cleaning, and doing laundry.  In accordance with her 
representation as the ideal woman, Vida fits this ideal in addition to the modern political 
ideal.  While trying to discover Bernardo’s true feelings for Vida, Armonía describes her 
as an exemplary traditional woman: “Está muy lejos de ser el clásico marimacho con que 
se ha querido ridiculizar a la mujer intelectual.  Es una mujer que lleva una casa, que 
cose, que barre, que friega, que hace la comida, una mujer completa hasta en el sentido 
más reaccionario y burgués” (Montseny 119).  Bernardo agrees, expressing his intense 
admiration for Vida: “Todo eso lo sé y no hay palabras en la lengua española para 
expresar la admiración que me produce su extraordinaria y semi ideal personalidad” 
(Montseny 119).  Men and women alike recognize Vida’s conformity with the 
stereotypical female role as an asset to her already idyllic character.  Vida not only 
completes household chores but also volunteers to complete the same chores for León 
Bernauer.  She and Armonía, “Con ese instinto maternal que hay en toda mujer, ... 
empezaron a preocuparse de él con prevenciones de madres...” (Montseny 139). Upon 
finding his house dirty and poorly decorated, Vida and Armonía clean the room and hang 
curtains.  They then begin to visit his house each week to bring León household objects, 
clean the house, and wash and mend his dirty laundry, ensuring that the apartment 
“estaba siempre limpio, olía bien, tenía extrañas y sútiles intimidades de hogar” 
(Montseny139).  This demonstrates not only Vida’s ability and desire to comply with the 
traditional woman’s role but also her dedication to serving a man.  While her intellectual 
and political dedication become obvious through her debates and discussions, Vida’s 
dedication to her role as a woman becomes clear as she takes care of León’s apartment.  
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This indicates that Vida can be equally as devoted to serving a man in the traditional 
woman’s role as she is devoted to fighting for intellectual independence and equality for 
all people.  Vida later begins to care for Sergio Souza’s consumptive wife and their child 
while Sergio is away from home.  Vida again demonstrates her exceptional skills as a 
housewife as well as her charity and humility.  She offers to help the Souza family 
because she is concerned for the daughter’s welfare as well as for the mother’s health.  
This reveals Vida’s concern for humanity and her desire to help others, both of which add 
to her ideal personality.  This humanism and selflessness is ideal in both realms of Vida’s 
life, as a modern liberal and as a traditional Spanish woman.  For the liberals, selflessness 
is important, especially during the war when supplies are scarce and the three main 
groups of the República (communists, socialists, and anarchists) fight to sustain a united 
army.  In the traditional social role of the woman in Spain, selflessness and a dedication 
to others is an idealized quality as well.  Women were expected to humbly help and serve 
others in their community, especially men. 
In La Indomable, Vida embodies all these ideal characteristics.  She is the perfect 
liberal woman because she is extremely devoted to her beliefs, and she is the perfect 
woman because she selflessly helps others by doing traditional chores like cooking, 
cleaning, and sewing.  While Montseny was a great historical figure and a great woman, 
it seems unlikely that she could have been as perfect as Vida in her real life.  In this way, 
her novel becomes a work of propaganda because she presents Vida as the ultimate ideal 
of what a woman should be.  This turns Vida into an example, an image of a woman that 
is to be copied and modeled by other Republican and liberal women. 
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The other female characters in La Indomable are not as perfect as Vida, but they 
also exhibit idealized characteristics.  Vida’s closest female friend, Armonía, is different 
from Vida; she is not as beautiful or intelligent, and she lacks the magical power of 
attraction that draws people to Vida.  She is strongly influenced by Vida.  Armonía seeks 
Vida’s friendship after reading some of Vida’s writing, and she remains her friend, even 
though “fuse de ella su antítesis, aunque no se comprendiesen absolutamente” (Montseny 
98).  Though she is described as Vida’s opposite, Armonía shares some of Vida’s ideal 
traits, though to a lesser level.  For instance, Armonía has the same intellectual friends as 
Vida, and they socialize with the same forward-thinking groups.  Unlike Vida, however, 
Armonía seems more concerned with the social aspect of the gatherings at La Rinconada 
than their philosophical or political implications.  When Bernardo visits the two women, 
Armonía discusses with Vida the possibility that she and Bernardo could date each other, 
while Vida happily discusses philosophy with him.  Armonía is shocked by Vida’s 
complete lack of interest in pursuing a social, rather than an intellectual, relationship with 
Bernardo.  In this way, she is very different from Vida, though their dissimilarity does not 
reflect poorly on Armonía.  Rather, Armonía is presented as a less ideal and more 
realistic version of Vida.  Bernardo tells Armonía that Vida is “el ideal”, but Armonía is 
“[e]l ideal del momento: la aproximación del ideal” (Montseny120).  She is similar to 
Vida in her political and intellectual inclinations, though she does not carry her beliefs to 
the same extent as Vida.  While Vida is “demasiada mujer para un hombre solo” 
(Montseny 120) and cannot find a man worthy of her, Armonía is as close as one can get 
to being an ideal woman without being too perfect to relate to others.  Armonía more 
closely fits the traditional woman’s role than Vida.  She is “tan atrayente, tan tiernamente 
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femenina” while Vida is “dominadora” (Montseny 139).  Both women cook, clean, and 
run a household, but Armonía is more likely to submit to a man, while Vida will always 
challenge men and vie for equality.  Bernardo wants his wife to be “buena, modesta, 
inteligente y bonita”, and for him “Armonía representa para mí la realidad amable, al 
alcance de la mano, con la que podré solucionar bella y sencillamente el problema de mi 
soledad” (Montseny 113).  He suggests that he once had loftier ambitions, to unite with 
Vida, but that he has fallen “del país de los sueños al de las realidades” (Montseny 113).  
For Bernardo, Armonía is as close as he can come to the ideal woman.  Armonía is the 
human incarnation of Vida’s superhuman perfection.   
Viewing the novel as propaganda for Republican men and women, Armonía 
represents an accessible alternative to the perfection Vida symbolizes.  Republican 
women in Spain, upon reading this novel, would see Vida as the ultimate example they 
should strive to imitate, but they would see Armonía as a realistic personification of how 
they can integrate Vida’s ideals in a normal life.  Armonía’s character does not represent 
the ideal, as does Vida’s.  Instead, Armonía is a realistic picture of a liberal woman, 
feminine and submissive, yet intelligent and independent.  In the contrast between these 
two women, we see the same dichotomous attitude toward women that we saw in the 
Republican propaganda posters.  Both in the posters and in La Indomable, the ideal 
woman is strong, independent, intelligent, and equal to men.  However, the traditional 
concept that a woman must maintain the home, care for the children, and submit to her 
husband remains.  This is obvious in the fact that Vida cannot find a man who accepts her 
powerful personality, while Armonía, who is more submissive and less fervent in her 
opinions, is the “la aproximación del ideal” who men can accept.  Vida constantly insists 
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that women like her “no se las ama” (Montseny 134), while Armonía can be loved by a 
man because she conforms to the traditional stereotype for women, and she does not 
threaten his sense of masculine power. 
It is important to note that this presentation of women, in which the ideal woman 
lacks the submissiveness that would allow her to be socially accepted, was created by a 
woman.  Montseny was, like Vida, incredibly independent, strong-willed, and socially 
and politically active.  She became an important leader for Republican women during the 
Civil War.  Her characterization of the autobiographical Vida indicates her own fear that 
she lacks the submissiveness that would enable her to be accepted by society.  Because 
she refuses to submit to anyone, she lives outside of and beyond traditional society.  Her 
depiction of the opposition between Vida and Armonía can be seen in two ways.  In one 
way, Vida lacks the feminine submission that allows Armonía to find love and live with 
another person within social bounds.  This subverts the image of Vida as the ideal woman 
because she lacks a vital characteristic necessary for a woman in society.  However, the 
difference between Vida and Armonía more likely indicates Montseny’s criticism of a 
society in which a woman must bend to a man’s will in order to be accepted by the man 
and by society.  Montseny emphasizes Vida’s perfection throughout the novel, making it 
hard for the reader to accept that Vida may have a flaw that prevents her from finding 
love.  Rather, the reader assumes the flaw lies within a society that cannot accept Vida’s 
strength and perfection without feeling threatened by it.  The society is at fault because it 
refuses to let go of the traditions that keep Spanish women from achieving true 
independence and equality. 
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Unlike the Republicans, who sought, though often unsuccessfully, to eschew 
Spain’s patriarchal and monarchical traditions, the Nationalists strove to maintain and 
resurrect the traditions of Spain’s past.  While Republican women see these traditions as 
restrictive, Nationalist women aspire to fulfill the roles established by the same traditions.  
In Nationalist propaganda, both graphic and literal, women are presented in typical 
female roles, such as the housewife.  In her novel Retaguardia, Concha Espina, a strong 
Nationalist supporter by the start of the Civil War, creates a world in which the female 
characters desire nothing more than to realize Nationalist ideals. 
 
 
 
Concha Espina: Keeping with Tradition 
 
 
Concha Espina’s childhood and upbringing is quite the opposite of Federica 
Montseny’s.  She was born in Santander in 1869 to Ascensión Tagle de Espina and 
Víctor Espina, who both came from wealthy land-owning families.  The Espina family, 
with their ten children, lived in Santander in the winters and in Mazcuerras in the 
summers.  Espina’s parents did not keep a library, and though she wrote poetry as a girl 
and published a few poems at age twelve, Espina’s main interests as a young woman 
were social.  In letters written between 1888 and 1891, Espina’s main concerns were her 
new clothes, religious events, and friends’ engagements or marriages.  (Bretz 14)  
Ascensión and Víctor were very religious, and they instilled Concha with a strong sense 
of religion and charity.  Ascensión’s dedication to helping the poor and the sick, 
however, led to her death when she contracted contagious pneumonia and died in 1891.  
Soon after her mother’s death, Espina’s father encountered financial difficulties, went 
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bankrupt, and was forced to sell his lands.  Espina, meanwhile, was engaged to and 
quickly married Ramón de la Serna.  Soon after the wedding, she accompanied de la 
Serna to Chile to help sort out his family’s financial interests.  It was in Chile that Espina 
began to publish her poetry and some articles in local newspapers.  She became a 
correspondent for El Correo Español of Buenos Aires, and upon returning to Spain, she 
continued writing articles and began writing short stories, one of which won a local 
literary competition.  Espina also started writing La niña de Luzmela, her first novel.  In 
1908, having separated from her husband, Espina moved to Madrid to pursue writing 
literature as a career, a rare and bold action for a woman during that time period. (Bretz 
13-18) 
 Espina was successful as a writer, winning the Ribbon of the Ladies of María 
Christina, the Espinosa Cortina Prize for her play El jayón, and the National Prize for 
Literature for her novel Altar mayor.  According to Espina, she wrote “la alta novela” and 
considered her writing “as the transmission of Christian values and steadfastly refused to 
accommodate the purely commercial aspects of literature” (Bretz 18).  Additionally, she 
was nominated for the Nobel Prize twice.  She traveled to Cuba and New York as 
Alfonso XIII’s representative and to Middlebury College in Vermont, where she acted as 
a visiting professor.  Espina was disappointed by the racial segregation in Cuba and New 
York as well as the “spiritual and moral void” she saw in Middlebury College students, 
though she respected their intellectual curiosity.  In each city, she encountered 
disheartening social situations, but she found positive aspects of the culture as well.  As 
Mary Lee Bretz points out, “This tolerance for life styles in basic conflict with her own 
was later to disappear as a result of the Spanish Civil War” (21).  With the creation of the 
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Segunda República Española in 1931, Espina continued to publish novels and acted as a 
representative of the Republican government.  She and her family, however, worried 
about their safety and the political situation in Spain.  As a precaution, Espina and her 
daughter Josefina, along with several other family members, decided to relocate to 
Luzmela.  Unable to leave Luzmela due to the outbreak of the Civil War, Espina was 
forced to endure searches and surveillance because she had been identified as a 
Nationalist sympathizer.  She was placed under house arrest and was not freed until the 
Nationalists gained control of Luzmela in 1937.  (Bretz 22-3)  It was during her 
confinement in Luzmela that Espina wrote Retaguardia and several other novels, in 
which she exhibits a complete lack of sympathy or understanding for  non-Nationalist 
characters or ideals. 
 During the Civil War, Espina’s previously conservative opinions strengthened 
along with her Nationalist sympathies.  Her stance on feminism also evolved over time.  
In 1903 Espina wrote “Contra el feminismo”, published in El Cantábrico, in which she 
suggests that women are capable of genius, but they forget that true happiness lies in 
fulfilling one’s responsibilities “confiadas por Dios a la mujer” (Lavergne 264).  Some 
women, she states, have reached such happiness because they “han sido buenas mujeres 
de su casa y excelentes madres de familia” (Lavergne 264).  Espina recognizes woman’s 
capacity for intelligence and independence (she herself earns her living as a writer), but 
she believes that a woman’s God-given work is to care for her children and her home.  
Women who live outside the confines of a Christian family, especially young women, she 
says, will find nothing but “las amarguras de la vida, y á no encontrar ningún bálsamo, 
ningún lenitivo para sus dolores” (Lavergne 265).  In the home, however, women will be 
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able to complete their “elevado ministerio en el mundo como primeras institutrices del 
hombre, que más tarde se asociará con á [ellas] sin recelo y sin encono, y [las] buscará 
para aliadas y compañeras” (Lavergne 265).  According to Espina, a woman can learn  
and work to better society as long as she stays at home, caring for her children and 
keeping herself far from feminist activism so as not to irritate her husband (Lavergne 
265).   
 Espina’s views on feminism became somewhat more complex, however, as time 
passed.  In 1907 she wrote “Asamblea de madres”, published in La Atalaya, in which she 
suggests that mothers should meet and legislate to stop child trafficking in Spain.  In this 
article, Espina does not mention men at all; they are not required for the women to create 
legislation, which contradicts her 1903 statement that women must work together with 
men at all times.  Despite her liberating opinion that women should unite without men to 
make themselves heard, her point of view still indicates that women should live only for 
their children.  The woman’s main job is to protect children, which conforms with the 
traditional ideas Espina expressed in 1903.  In a 1924 interview, Espina expresses the 
idea that “Las mujeres podemos y tenemos derecho a subir hasta las gradas donde se 
asientan los hombres, ¿porqué no?...es la mujer una fuerza que vence y que se impondrá” 
(272).  After years of supporting her family through her own efforts, Espina grew to 
believe that women are capable of living independently from men.  Nonetheless, when 
the Civil War broke out in 1936, Espina allied herself with her two sons and the 
Nationalists, and she joined La Sección Femenina.   Surrounded by the traditional 
viewpoints of the Nationalists, Espina returned to a more traditional view of the woman’s 
role.  She again presents female characters who find joy not in independence but in “el 
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marco tranquilo y relativamente seguro de un hogar conyugal” (Lavergne 282).  
Lavergne points out that Espina’s changing opinions reflect the changes in Spain leading 
up to and during the Civil War: “sus opiniones, en parte, no eran otra cosa que el reflejo 
de las circunstancias y de las Corrientes que agitaban a la España de esta época” (283). 
 
 
 
Retaguardia: Espina’s Ideal Nationalist Women 
 
 
These traditions, according to which the woman’s place in society is in the home, 
began to be challenged in the early twentieth century, especially during the Civil War.  
Both Nationalists and Republicans encountered a need for women to assert themselves in 
a stronger, more active role to support their respective armies.  As we have seen in Civil 
War propaganda posters, both parties strove to create a strong, lasting image of women 
that would inspire men and women alike to work for the war effort.  While the 
Republicans tended toward modernizing the woman’s role, encouraging her to work for 
the army as well as for her own independence, the traditional Nationalists compelled 
women to work for their husbands rather than for themselves.  In Concha Espina’s novel 
Retaguardia, we see a traditional depiction of women, in which the women act 
independently and bravely only for the sake of the men they love. 
Retaguardia was written while Espina was under house arrest in Republican-
controlled Luzmela between 1936 and 1937.  According to Mary Lee Bretz, “the Concha 
Espina of the wartime novels portrays life in purely ideological terms; Republicans are 
presented as mindless animals incapable of noble action while all Nationalists are exalted 
as the personification of lofty ideals” (23).  Before the Civil War, Espina defended 
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traditional conservative values while criticizing Spanish Catholicism and the upper 
class’s social indifference, though once the war began, her writing omitted all criticism of 
Spanish tradition and Nationalism.  (Bretz 22)  Bretz points out that, as Espina’s works 
become more propagandistic, they lose literary value but increase in social value.  
Retaguardia is clearly a propagandist novel.  Nationalists are idealized and admired 
while Republicans are debased, and additionally, the author inserts various anti-
Republican diatribes throughout the narrative.  She openly calls the Republicans ruling 
Terremar ruthless murderers: “Los heroicos milicianos en unión de la insolvente policía , 
turbia y rastrera, cómplice de los tigres populares, son los dueños de Terremar y matan a 
su sabor a los transeuntes que juzgan sospechosos de fascismo” (Espina 120).  Espina’s 
ironic use of the word heroicos only increases the malice behind her criticism.  She goes 
on to state that within the identical Republican masses hide all types of criminals: “Desde 
ladrones y asesinos, hay en esta amorfa multitud toda clase de delincuentes: licenciados 
de presidio; viciosos profesionales de cien miserias; logreros y chulos; pícaros de oficio y 
vagos a miles” (Espina 110-111).  The author’s strong, unsympathetic attitude toward 
Republicans, particularly her general attacks on Republicans throughout the novel, 
together with her highly idealized characterization of Nationalist figures reveal the 
propagandistic nature of the novel.  It is through Espina’s propaganda in Retaguardia that 
we can investigate the idealized representation of Nationalist women and what this 
representation reveals about Nationalist social ideas during the Spanish Civil War. 
Espina’s idealization of Nationalist characters in Retaguardia includes a romantic 
portrayal of the two principle female characters, Alicia and Rosa.  The reader first 
encounters Alicia as she bravely visits Vicente the sailor early one morning.  Alone on 
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her mission to ask for Vicente’s help in finding her missing Nationalist boyfriend in 
Republican controlled Terremar, Alicia takes a considerable risk.  Espina, however, 
focuses on her emotional state and her extreme dedication to Rafael, her Nationalist 
boyfriend, rather than on her independent actions.  Throughout the novel, Alicia is fairly 
unrestricted in her actions.  She leaves her home and walks through the town alone, goes 
to the market with only Rosa to accompany her, and she freely brings male guests into 
her private chambers unsupervised.  These actions are an indication of the social 
freedoms women received during the Spanish Civil War, especially in Republican 
territory.  For Alicia, however, this independence serves only to help her search for 
Rafael.   She never revels in her social liberty or uses it for her own personal gain.  
Instead she only takes advantage of her war-time independence to help the men in her 
life.  She clandestinely meets with Vicente at the docks, at his home, and even alone in 
her bedroom to beg him to help her find Rafael.  Similarly, Alicia leaves her home alone 
at night to take Felipe’s message to Rosa.  Again and again, Alicia risks her safety and 
her reputation for the sake of Rafael and Felipe. 
Alicia’s dedication to her boyfriend Rafael and her brother Felipe is her defining 
characteristic in the novel.  It is this selfless devotion that characterizes her as the ideal 
Nationalist woman.  Alicia will do anything for her boyfriend and her brother, and her 
dedication to them extends to the Nationalist cause.  Through her love for Rafael, Alicia 
begins to sympathize with the Nationalists, and she expresses great sympathy for the 
suspected Nationalists executed on the Satanás.  Alicia admires Felipe’s attempt to 
rescue Angel Ortiz, Rosa’s and Rafael’s brother, from the mass executions in the 
Republican prison: “le bendice en el fondo de su corazón; precisamente porque no es 
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‘uno de tantos’, sino la criatura singularizada por el arrepentimiento de sus errores y ya 
por la robustez de sus obras” (Espina 135).  Alicia admires Felipe’s bravery as well as his 
newfound dedication to the Nationalist cause.  Felipe’s success at the Satanás inspires 
Alicia to renew her search for Rafael, and the next day she brazenly walks through the 
Republican center of town and confronts Vicente at his home, asking him to go out and 
find Rafael.  Alicia’s bravery and empowerment are inspired by her admiration for her 
brother and her intense love for Rafael.  The strength of her love is idealized; her love is 
never-ending and cannot be stopped.  The only thing that surpasses the love she has for 
Felipe and Rafael is her dedication to Nationalism.  In this way, Alicia is the ideal 
Nationalist woman.  She loves and supports the men in her life, and she encourages them 
to fight for Nationalism.   
Alicia’s power as an influential force enhances her role as the ideal Nationalist 
woman.  As we have seen in both Nationalist and Republican propaganda posters, the 
image of women was used to evoke emotion and inspire others to act.  Alicia embodies 
this purpose in the novel.  Her intense devotion, purity, and beauty inspire Felipe and 
Vicente to fight for Nationalism.  Both men venerate Alicia’s perfection, viewing her as 
the ideal they want to protect.  Felipe “[s]abe que está cerca de toda una mujer, 
inteligente y sensible, madura por la adversidad... Y es aquella una grande amiga para él, 
una confidente ideal” (Espina 179).  He not only admires Alicia’s moral virtues but also 
her trustworthiness and honor.  This highlights yet another characteristic that makes 
Alicia the perfect Nationalist woman.   Felipe finds the bravery to risk his life in his 
desire to protect Alicia and Rosa.  When Alicia suggests that her relationship with Rafael 
will throw suspicion on Felipe, he responds bravely, inspired by the women: “Si fuera 
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verdad, me honraría mucho la sospecha…Rosa y tú haciéndome aliado en las huestes 
invencibles de España: ¿qué más gloria para mí?” (Espina 182).  Felipe’s bravery in the 
face of danger, whether affected for Alicia’s benefit or not, is born of Alicia’s and Rosa’s 
influence.  Inspired by his love and respect for the two women, Felipe bravely sneaks into 
the Satanás and rescue Angel Ortiz.  He then flees Terremar when faced with 
imprisonment and death in order to save his life “para vosotras” (Espina 185).  Every 
effort he makes, even that of saving his own life, he makes for Alicia and Rosa rather 
than for himself.  Upon escaping the city, Felipe leaves a note to Alicia and Rosa, saying 
that he acts for their benefit and that he will return: “Vosotras dos, mis únicos amores: os 
dejo solo en apariencia, por breve tiempo: con el afán de vivir y de consagraros mi vida” 
(Espina 229).  His love for Alicia and Rosa together with his experience on the Satanás 
changes Felipe, cementing his dedication to the Nationalist cause and his desire to protect 
the women by bringing them a Nationalist victory.   
Similarly, Vicente is spurred to action by his love and respect for Alicia.  He is so 
enchanted by her that he is willing to do anything for her, including risk his safety to look 
for Rafael, who is wanted under suspicion of conspiring with Nationalists.  From simply 
exchanging looks with Alicia, Vicente falls in love with her and finds the courage to enter 
an underwater graveyard and search the faces of the corpses for Rafael: “la nereida del 
bulevar ha herido, sin querer, la ignorancia amorosa del pobre marinero.  Y le mantiene 
en un estado de exaltación propicio a las mayores locuras.  Porque de otra manera no 
intentaría penetrar...hasta el seno temeroso de las aguas, persiguiendo a los náufragos del 
crimen” (Espina 207).  Like Felipe, Vicente finds strength in Alicia’s beauty, spirit, and 
dedication.  He even “converts” to Nationalism under Alicia’s influence.  As he consoles 
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Alicia with the thought that the dead Nationalists underwater near the Satanás make up 
part of the Quinta Columna, the famed invisible Nationalist force made up of citizens 
who supported the Nationalist cause by working in secret and spying on their neighbors, 
Alicia realizes that he has come to share her political beliefs: “De manera que te 
conviertes igual que Felipe…” (Espina 234).  Vicente affirms her realization: “Estoy aquí 
– interrumpe el mozo – hecho un conspirador de Falange Española, como quien dice.  Y a 
las órdenes de la señorita” (Espina 234).  Vicente, who previously did not hold strong 
political opinions and was presumably interested only in his own survival, has become an 
active Nationalist, working secretly to aid other Nationalists in their fight against the 
Republicans.  The main reason for his conversion is his love and respect for Alicia.   
Like Felipe, Vicente believes Alicia is the ideal woman.  For him, Alicia 
embodies purity and love: “Entonces piensa, por una ardiente asociación de emociones, 
que el amor, lo que merezca llamarse así dentro de las almas, era algo parecido al encanto 
de una mujer que vive en aquella casa: Alicia Quiroga” (Espina 206).  When he meets 
with Alicia in her private rooms, Vicente is overcome with emotion, and he sees evidence 
of Alicia’s perfection in her physical surroundings: “El lecho virginal, todo blanco, 
revestido de encajes, talmente se le presenta como un cachón de espumas en las tiernas 
marejadas azules, cuando el estío viste de alegría los cielos y la costa” (Espina 231).  
Vicente identifies Alicia with pure love, virginity, and the beauty of nature.  Her white 
bed represents her purity and reminds him of the calm summer ocean, which for a sailor 
represents perfection.  Everything in her room seems ideal to Vicente because he sees a 
reflection of Alicia in her bedroom.  He reveres the room, just as he reveres Alicia: “pisa 
el dormitorio con reverencia, como si se tratara de una clausura celeste” (Espina 231).  
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Vicente believes that Alicia is so pure and good that he equates her room with a heavenly 
cloister, establishing a parallel between Alicia and a Catholic nun. 
Piety and dedication to Catholicism were very important for the Nationalists and 
their goal of returning Spain to its past glory and traditions.  General Franco’s 
propaganda established the Nationalist cause as a Catholic Reconquista of a Spain that 
had been taken over by non-religious communists, anarchists, and socialists.  Alicia fits 
this ideal perfectly.  She is a pious believer, and she is concerned that Felipe and Vicente 
might not believe in God.  Vicente associates her with a nun, which further emphasizes 
her extreme piety.  When she is worried or upset, Alicia looks to God and the Virgin 
Mary.  After arguing with her Republican mother about her political views, Alicia needs 
maternal comfort, so she  “se arrodilla delante de la Virgen que tiene a su cabecera, y 
gime entre sollozos: - ¡Madre de Misericordia!” (Espina 173).  This emotional outburst 
demonstrates not only Alicia’s religious nature but also her dedication to Nationalism 
because she distances herself from her own mother, even when she needs motherly love, 
to be true to her Nationalist ideals.  Later, Alicia is ecstatic to hear that her brother 
believes in God, and together they share a moment of praise for God and confidence that 
God is on the side of the Nationalists: “Sí – reza la hermana, como un eco fervoroso de lo 
que oye – , la inmortalidad que nos divinice para siempre” (Espina 180).   
Rosa Ortiz shares Alicia’s piety, and together, they trust their fate to God: “¡Dos 
veces hermanas! – pondera Alicia…¡Que Dios bendiga tus amores y tenga piedad de mí! 
.... Y Rosa, atrayéndola en un abrazo entrañable: -Sí; hermanita mía, la tendrá.  ¡Confía 
en Él!” (Espina 177).  Throughout Retaguardia, Espina portrays Rosa in the same 
idealized manner as Alicia.  Together, these two women are an influential Nationalist 
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force in Republican-controlled Terremar.  Like Alicia, Rosa represents the perfect 
Nationalist woman.  For Felipe, Rosa is different from other girls, and like his sister, 
admirable in her moral and political fortitude.  It is due to Rosa’s influence that Felipe 
dedicates himself to the Nationalist cause, and though he is devoted to Nationalism, “Para 
él valen mucho más que su compromiso los ojos verdes y oceánicos de Rosita” (Espina 
86).  Felipe is inspired by Rosa, and he is willing to sacrifice himself to fight for the 
Nationalist ideals in which she believes.  Similarly, Alicia becomes interested in 
Nationalism because of her relationship with Rafael, Rosa’s brother, and with Rosa 
herself: “Se explica así la rápica transformación de Alicia, moldeada en diferente mujer 
de la que era, no sólo por el influjo de un venturoso noviazgo, sino también por la magia 
incomparable de Rosa Ortiz, que a él mismo le estaba afirmando los valores 
imperecederos del espíritu con sublime sencillez” (Espina 85).  Alicia’s great dedication 
to Nationalism is due, in part, to Rosa’s political affiliation and influence.  In this way, 
Rosa is the perfect object of propaganda.  She embodies Nationalist ideals, and she has 
the power to influence men and women alike, convincing them to support and fight for 
the Nationalist cause.  Like the images of women in propaganda posters, Rosa is used to 
represent a set of ideals while simultaneously encouraging others to align themselves 
with the Nationalists and to aid in the war effort.  She is inspiring to Alicia and Felipe 
because she is so perfect.  Alicia is drawn to Rosa’s admirable values and unique 
character: “Porque admira en ella los raros matices de un fino carácter, hondo y claro, 
que no comprueba en otras jóvenes” (Espina 85).  Like Alicia, Rosa is strong-willed in 
her commitment to Nationalism, yet she maintains her submissive feminine role.  Both 
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women stand out in their fierce devotion to Nationalist ideals and the Nationalist men 
who fight in their honor. 
Through her everlasting love for Rafael and Felipe, her power to inspire Felipe 
and Vicente, her dedication to the Nationalist cause, and her overt piety, Alicia is 
presented in Retaguardia as the perfect Nationalist woman.  She fits every role 
Nationalists desire from a woman: she is modest and pious, she will do anything for the 
men she loves and for Nationalism, and she inspires men to sacrifice themselves to fight 
for Nationalism.  Alicia has many social freedoms, all of which she uses to further her 
cause of saving the men she loves and propagating Nationalism and Catholicism.  
Similarly, Rosa dedicates herself to Nationalism, to her brothers, and to her love, Felipe.  
As objects of propaganda, Alicia and Rosa do not demonstrate any negative qualities, and 
Espina presents a solid piece of propaganda in which, unlike Republican propaganda, the 
women represent the perfect Nationalist ideal with no room for debate.  Alicia and Rosa 
are the stereotype of Nationalist women, and similar to the woman in the Social Auxiliary 
poster, they bravely toil behind the lines to help the Nationalist cause, yet they maintain 
their proscriptive social roles as submissive women because everything they do is 
motivated by men.  Similar to La Indomable, the women are praised throughout the 
novel, and they are firmly established as a model for ideal behavior.  La Indomable is 
more personal than political, focusing on Vida’s life and personal beliefs while subtly 
illuminating the liberal ideals behind Vida’s actions.  In contrast, Retaguardia is openly 
political, expressing political propaganda through the characters as well as through direct 
criticisms of the Republicans.  In both novels, however, the female characters stand out 
for their idealized nature.
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 3 
 
 
The Complexities of the Ideal War-Time Woman 
 
 
Like the Civil War propaganda posters for both the Nationalists and the 
Republicans, women are used in La Indomable and Retaguardia to embody the parties’ 
ideal images of a woman.  In both novels and propaganda posters, women are idealized 
and converted into static icons rather than being presented as individuals with distinct 
personalities, thoughts, and desires.  This type of one-dimensional representation is 
common in propaganda because it creates an association between an image, the concept 
or ideal the image represents, and the political group that produced the image. These 
images are meant to portray the ideals of a group – Nationalists or Republicans – but 
sometimes the creators’ complex attitudes or beliefs emerge in the image, giving it 
conflicting characteristics or a double-meaning.  In Spanish Civil War propaganda 
posters, the image of women is very flexible.  Both the Republicans and the Nationalists 
present women in a variety of different ways, including as a worker, a war victim, an 
independent and modern woman, and a physical representation of Spain.  The image 
presented changes with the message of each poster, and neither the Republicans nor the 
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Nationalists manage to establish a consistent vision of the woman’s role either in the war 
effort or in Spanish society.   
Similarly, the women in Concha Espina’s Retaguardia and Federica Montseny’s 
La Indomable are presented as idealized images, personifying the desirable traits of 
Nationalist and Republican women, respectively.  As we saw in the Nationalist 
propaganda posters, in addition to the traditional housewife ideal, Nationalists often 
presented women as somewhat masculine and powerful, bravely working in the 
Rearguard.  In Concha Espina’s novel Retaguardia, the women characters follow a 
similar pattern of representation.  Alicia and Rosa are the ideal submissive women, but 
they are brave, emotionally strong, and somewhat independent.  Throughout the novel, 
Alicia acts of her own accord, doing what she chooses and doing it on her own.  The 
conflict between this strong representation of women and the Nationalist ideal of a 
feminine, submissive woman who stays home to keep house, care for the children, and 
submit to her husband’s will, as was seen in Nationalist propaganda posters, is resolved 
in Retaguardia because while the women are strong and independent, everything they do 
is for the men they love.  Alicia’s independent actions, especially her trips alone to meet 
Vicente or to speak with Rosa, are motivated by concern for Rafael or Felipe.  Alicia’s 
strength to fight for Nationalism and to defy the Republican rulers in Terremar is inspired 
by the men in her life, for whom she will do anything, including sacrifice herself.  
Because Alicia acts for these men rather than for herself, Espina averts conflict between 
the ideal traditional, submissive woman and Alicia’s independent actions.   
However, the Republican conflict, as seen in several posters, between the desire 
to present a modern and independent woman and the struggle to move beyond the 
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traditional woman’s role as housewife is maintained in Federica Montseny’s La 
Indomable.  In the propaganda posters, we saw representations of women which, while 
trying to present the modern, free woman, held on to traditional ideals which placed the 
woman firmly in the home, ready to submit to the authority of men.  La Indomable 
expresses a similar mixed message about the ideal role of women.  Vida is forward-
thinking, independent, intellectual, and politically active, all characteristics of an ideal 
modern liberal woman, yet she pines for the love of a man and the opportunity to become 
a mother.  Montseny’s representation of Vida demonstrates the same conflict depicted in 
the propaganda posters.  Montseny presents a strong, independent, modern female 
character, but she balances Vida’s fiery will with the very traditional ideal that she is a 
good homemaker.  As Armonía describes her, Vida excels at all the tasks required of a 
housewife: she cooks, cleans, and sews well.  She is also charitable, caring, and self-
sacrificing.  She sets her own life aside to take care of the Souza family simply because 
she sees that they need help.  While these traits do not necessarily detract from Vida’s 
liberal idealism, they recall the traditional ideals valued by the Nationalists and the 
patriarchal Spanish monarchy.  Despite her dedication to liberal ideals and women’s 
independence and equality, Vida (and Montseny alike) still feels the need to conform, to 
some degree, to the traditional woman’s role. 
These conflicts and divergent ideals reflect the complex and unstable nature of 
women’s identity in the early twentieth century in Spain.  Women’s roles in society were 
changing around the world at this time, as women gained suffrage in a number of nations, 
such as the United States and the United Kingdom.  The traditionally patriarchal culture 
of Spain not only faced a changing global culture in regards to women, but it faced 
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drastic political changes within the country as well.  The dissolution of the monarchy, 
followed by Primo de Rivera’s dictatorship, the Segunda República Española, and finally 
the Civil War destabilized Spain’s previously static political and cultural environment.  
The Republicans and Nationalists found themselves challenged to forge a new belief 
system with which Spain would confront the modern era.  This colossal task was 
complicated further by the fact that both groups had to create their vision of Spain under 
the conditions of war, and their visions needed to appeal to the masses to gain support for 
their camps.  The Nationalists faced the difficulty of legitimization because Generals 
Franco and Mola had started the war with an illegal coup d’état.  The Republicans 
struggled to unite the three main ideologies behind their common liberal goal: 
Communism, Socialism, and Anarchism.  Both parties in the war had a varied audience 
to satisfy, and they struggled to formulate a political and social system that would satisfy 
their constituents yet remain true to their overarching political goals.  Propaganda played 
an important role in the effort to gain support while establishing a coherent political 
ideology, though the complicated social issues at work in Spain led to complex and 
sometimes inconsistent images of women, as seen in the Civil War posters and in 
Montseny’s and Espina’s novels. 
The posters and novels analyzed here represent only a small portion of the graphic 
and narrative production in Spain in the first half of the twentieth century.  There is a 
great potential for further study of the “Woman Problem” in Spain and how the images of 
women in artistic representations fluctuate in response to this issue.  An in-depth study of 
Montseny’s and Espina’s other novels, as well as their political articles and speeches 
would benefit the theme, as would a study of the images of women in literature of this 
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time period written by men.  As we have seen, the artistic representation of women in a 
society at a given time reveals much about the political, ideological, and personal beliefs, 
especially the underlying attitudes and philosophical complexities, that prevail in the 
society.  More than that, as Mary Nash points out, “Con todo, las representaciones 
culturales pueden desvelar el conjunto de ideas frente al cual las mujeres tenían que 
medir su conducta y el significado de sus exigencias, desafíos o acatamiento frente a los 
modelos de género impuestos por la sociedad” (91). 
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